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Self-Employment and Schedule 
Flexibility for Married Females
Evidence for the United States from SIPP
Theresa J. Devine
Office of the Public Advocate for New York City
As the employment rate for prime-age married women in the
United States rose through the 1980s, their self-employment rate rose
by more.  As shown in Figure 1, 9.4 percent of employed married
women aged 25–55 were self-employed in their primary jobs in 1990,
up from 5.7 percent in 1975.1  Self-employment rates for previously
married and never-married women also rose but stayed relatively low.
Figure 1 Self-Employment of Employed Married Women in the 
United States, 1975–1990
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In 1990, married women represented three out of four self-employed
women, versus just over half of all wage-and-salary women.
Self-employed married women report substantially lower earnings
on average than their wage-and-salary counterparts (Devine 1990,
1994).  They are also more likely than their wage-and-salary counter-
parts to work a lot of hours, and they are even more likely to work rela-
tively few hours (Devine 1990, 1994).  There is evidence of limited
availability of jobs with either very high hours or very low hours in the
wage-and-salary sector (Altonji and Paxson 1988, 1992; Lang and
Kahn 2001; Blank 1994).  Taken together, these findings suggest that
married women’s self-employment could be a way to exercise more
control over work schedules than typically possible in the wage-and-
salary sector.
This chapter presents new evidence on this work schedule hypoth-
esis from the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP).2
The SIPP data are useful for this purpose for several reasons.  Each
SIPP interview collects relatively detailed information on job charac-
teristics and work schedules (weeks worked, usual hours, and devia-
tions from usual schedules).  SIPP is longitudinal, so changes in usual
schedules and self-employment status can be measured, and SIPP
interviews are just four months apart, which means that short-term
change may be measured quite accurately.  SIPP also collects detailed
information on business characteristics (including husband/wife busi-
ness ownership, legal status, and number of employees).  The combina-
tion of labor market activity, business characteristics, and household
characteristics data makes SIPP a relatively rich data source for the
study of self-employment in the United States.  The following section
describes the SIPP data and sample used here.  Since these data are
complex, subject to misinterpretation, and have not been used widely,
this discussion is relatively detailed.  The next sections present a sum-
mary of the characteristics of self-employed women, relative to wage-
and-salary women and nonworking women, followed by evidence on
schedules and self-employment.  Included here is the evidence on hus-
band/wife business ownership and reported earnings.  The last section
concludes with some final thoughts.
Several findings point to a potential relationship between self-
employment and scheduling.  First, self-employed and wage-and-sal-
ary women report very different usual hours of work.  In comparison to
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the distribution of hours for wage-and-salary women, the distribution
of hours for self-employed women exhibits greater mass in the upper
tail and particularly the lower tail.  Second, self-employed women tend
to deviate from their usual schedules more frequently.  Relative to full-
time wage-and-salary women, full-time self-employed women are
more likely to temporarily cut back their hours to part-time.  Third,
both full-time and part-time self-employed women tend to change their
usual schedules more often during a single year.  Fourth, self-employed
women are more likely to attribute their part-time hours and schedule
variability to choice, as opposed to insufficient work.  Fifth, the data
suggest that self-employment decisions of married women are not
independent of their husbands’ employment and self-employment sta-
tus.  Finally, usual hours of self-employed women exhibit greater cor-
relation with usual hours of their husbands, particularly when their
husbands are also self-employed.  All of these findings, while prelimi-
nary, provide a basis for future research.
DATA
SIPP is a longitudinal multipanel survey conducted by the U.S.
Bureau of the Census since 1984.  Each SIPP panel is a large represen-
tative sample of the noninstitutionalized resident U.S. population, with
the household as the basic sampling unit and interviews conducted for
all household members ages 15 and over; the initial 1986 panel con-
sisted of more than 30,000 persons in over 11,500 households.
Approximately one-third of all SIPP interviews are conducted with
proxy respondents, but the likelihood of a proxy interview varies with
demographic characteristics; just 19 percent of the wives studied here
had proxy interviews.  SIPP has a relatively short four-month reference
period for each round of interviews (also called a wave), which should
improve respondents’ recall of the incidence, timing, and duration of
events.  The detailed SIPP core questionnaire also generates relatively
detailed information about labor market activity, income, personal
characteristics, and household characteristics for each reference period.
Most important for the present study are SIPP’s detailed data on
work schedules, self-employment activity, and business characteristics.
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These data, however, are not perfect, and using them accurately takes a
lot of time and care.  Most important among limits of the self-employ-
ment data is the lack of dates for self-employment within four-month
reference periods.  Self-employment status can be measured accurately
only for an entire four-month reference period.  In this chapter, a per-
son is categorized as only self-employed or self-employed with wage-
and-salary employment during the reference period, but the latter does
not mean simultaneous activity.3  In some cases, characteristics are also
reported for a woman’s main job, defined as the job with the maximum
hours reported for the reference period, but uncertainty about the tim-
ing of jobs means that the main job label must be interpreted cau-
tiously.  In general, one cannot distinguish sequential jobs and
coincident jobs within a four-month SIPP reference period.
A second major limit of the SIPP data is the way that business
information is collected and reported.  Information on the legal form of
ownership (corporation, sole-proprietorship, partnership), number of
employees, and other business characteristics is available for up to two
businesses in each wave for each self-employed person—but only if a
respondent expects gross business earnings to be at least $1,000 over
the 12 months following an interview.  This might seem like an effec-
tive screen for “casual” businesses, but it is problematic in practice.
Expectations change between interviews, leaving gaps in longitudinal
records for some businesses.  Even if the $1,000 threshold is passed,
data on business characteristics may not appear on a business owner’s
record.  Business characteristics are collected just once per household
business, even if there are multiple owners in a household, and these
data appear only on the record of the person who reports the informa-
tion.4  The reporting owner’s record has person numbers for up to three
other owners in the household, as reported by this owner, but there is
no pointer on the records of other owners.  
If a person is self-employed, his or her record may indicate that
business data have been collected but not from whom, and several fac-
tors complicate attempts to find this missing information.  There can be
differences in opinion within a household about business ownership
versus work (with or without “pay”) in the family business.  Ownership
without self-employment is possible.  Self-employed household mem-
bers can also work in different businesses, even with coownership, so
exact matches of person numbers can be confusing.  Industries can be
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used for verification, but this is not foolproof.  A single business can
operate in different industries, different businesses can operate in the
same industry, and different descriptions can result in different industry
codes (even at the two-digit level).  The data set used below has been
constructed using owner identification information from each inter-
view, additional owner identification information from adjacent inter-
views (as necessary and available), and industry checks.5
Detailed income information represents one of SIPP’s most attrac-
tive features.  The most recent hourly wage is collected for each hourly
wage-and-salary job, and total gross earnings in each month is col-
lected for each wage-and-salary job, whether salaried or hourly.
Income data collected for the self-employed depend on expected gross
business earnings.  If expected gross earnings are at least $1,000, total
income received from the business as regular salary or other income for
personal purposes is reported by month, accompanied by flags for
receipt of regular salary and receipt of other income.  For those expect-
ing low revenue, business earnings net of expenses are collected for the
entire four-month reference period, bounded below by zero.6  Losses
are not reported.
Comparisons of self-employed earnings data and wage-and-salary
earnings data must be made cautiously when using SIPP, like any other
survey.  Wage-and-salary earnings may include money that workers
invest, while earnings of the self-employed may exclude business
investment.  Wage-and-salary earnings do not include investment
returns, while self-employment earnings may include investment
returns.  Nonwage compensation (such as health care and deferred
compensation) differ systematically between wage-and-salary employ-
ment and self-employment.  The timing of income receipt versus job
performance is yet another issue.  Particularly important for the present
study is the distribution of reported earnings among individual family
business owners.  A couple may report all business income in one
spouse’s name, for example, which will bias the spouses’ reported indi-
vidual earnings in opposite directions.
Notwithstanding all of these limitations, the SIPP data have the
advantage of a relatively low nonresponse rate.  In the sample used
here, earnings are imputed for just 3.8 percent of wives who report
only self-employment, 3.7 percent of wives who report only wage-and-
salary employment, and 5.7 percent of wives who report both.7  Due to
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these low nonresponse rates and the use of reported earnings values for
imputation in the SIPP data set, including or excluding imputed earn-
ings values has essentially no significant effect on earnings distribu-
tions.  Women for whom imputations were made are excluded only
when earnings data are examined.8
This chapter uses data for a sample of 3,058 women who were
aged 25–55 at the start of 1986, not enrolled in school, not in the armed
forces, married, and living with the same spouse for the first 16 months
of the survey reference period.  Much of this chapter focuses on the
wave 1 reference period, which covers four-month intervals spanning
October 1985 to March 1986.  The 16 months for waves 1 to 4 extend
through April 1987.9  As needed, additional variables are defined
below.
CHARACTERISTICS OF MARRIED WOMEN BY 
SELF-EMPLOYMENT STATUS
To set the stage for evidence on work schedules, this section first
presents a summary of employment and self-employment activity for
our sample, and then turns to the characteristics of these women, their
jobs, their husbands, and their households.
Self-Employment, Employment, and Work
The first pair of columns in Table 1 summarize employment, self-
employment, and casual work for pay during wave 1 for the entire sam-
ple of married women and the subsample with regular employment.
Regular employment is defined in SIPP as an arrangement for “regular”
work for an employer or in a self-owned or family business, but there
are no hours or schedule restrictions in the definition.  Overall, two-
thirds of the women had regular jobs (including a few who reported
unpaid work), and another 2 percent did some casual work for pay in
wave 1.10  Of the women with regular jobs, 1 in 10 reported only self-
employment, more than 1 in 8 reported both self-employment and
wage-and-salary employment, and 1 out of 9 was self-employed in her
main job (using maximum usual hours to assign this label).  The sec-
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ond pair of columns in Table 1 presents a comparable summary for the
full first year.  More than 1 out of 7 employed wives reported some
self-employment during the year, and nearly 1 out of 10 reported only
self-employment.11  In short, these data indicate that self-employment
represents an important part of married women’s market work activity.
Demographic Characteristics
Table 2 presents demographic characteristics for married women
by wave 1 regular employment, wage-and-salary, and self-employment
status.  The age distribution for the women without regular employ-
ment (column 1) is bimodal within the 25 to 55 bounds; relatively few
are ages 35 to 44.  Relative to employed women, the non-employed
also tend to be less educated, more likely to be Hispanic, more likely to
be immigrants, less likely to be citizens, more likely to be parents or
guardians, and more likely to report a disability.  These findings are
generally consistent with previous findings on labor force participation.
Table 1  Employment, Self-Employment, and Work of Married Women










Regular job 66.6 100.0 72.7 100.0
Only wage and salary 58.0 87.1 61.4 84.5
Self-employed in any job 8.6 12.9 11.3 15.5
Only self-employed 6.8 10.3 6.9 9.5
Self-employed and wage
and salary
1.7 2.6 4.4 6.0
Self-employed in main joba
(based on usual hours)
7.2 10.8
Casual work for pay when 
no regular job
2.4 0.4 4.8 2.7
Some self-employed or 
casual work
11.0 13.3 15.7 17.7
Regular job or casual work 68.7 100.0 75.5 100.0
Number of observations 3,058 2,036 3,058 2,223
a Measured only for wave 1 because main job can change.
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25–34 38.5 39.1 33.5 34.0
34–44 27.5 34.7 38.3 43.4
45–55 34.1 26.2 28.2 22.6









None 20.3 12.3 12.9 11.3
H.S. diploma/GED 48.0 44.8 47.4 35.9
Some college (no 
degree)
13.8 14.7 16.8 17.0
Vocational/technical
certification
1.5 3.5 1.4 1.9
Associate’s degree 3.1 5.3 3.8 11.3
Bachelor’s degree 10.7 13.6 13.4 17.0
Professional degree 0.0 0.6 1.0 1.9
Master’s degree 1.9 4.7 1.9 3.8
Doctorate 0.3 0.5 0.5 0.0











White – non-Hispanic 84.9 85.2 93.8 96.2
Black – non-Hispanic 4.0 5.6 0.0
Other race – non-
Hispanic
3.5 3.0 3.8 1.9
Hispanic – any race 7.5 6.1 2.4 1.9
Immigrant 10.6 6.9 9.6 3.8
U.S. citizen 93.9 96.7 97.1 96.2












Under age 1 10.1 4.5 4.3 3.8
Ages 1–5 34.1 23.0 24.9 15.1
Ages 6–14 44.9 41.9 42.6 41.5
Ages 15–17 17.4 21.3 21.5 32.1








Work limiting disability 
during survey (%)
12.5 5.7 7.7 18.9
Health care coverage (%)
Some coverage 87.1 94.6 89.5 92.5
Private health insurance 80.2 93.0 84.7 88.7
Plan through own job 1.4 49.4 8.1 26.4
Covered by another 
person’s plan








4.3 0.6 1.0 0.0
Covered for 12 months 79.0 92.0 84.2 88.7
Number of observations 1,022 1,744 209 53
a Characteristics in wave 1 reference period unless noted otherwise.
b Standard deviations are in parentheses.
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Turning our focus to women who report only wage-and-salary
employment versus those who report only self-employment, we
observe that the self-employed women tend to be slightly older, similar
in terms of years of education but less credentialed beyond a high
school diploma, much less likely to be black or Hispanic, more likely to
be immigrants but not less likely to be citizens, and more likely to report
work-limiting disabilities.  The self-employed also appear slightly more
likely than wage-and-salary women to be parents or guardians of chil-
dren under 15.12  These data are also consistent with findings from the
Current Population Survey (Devine 1990, 1994).  The small sample size
for women who report both wage-and-salary employment and self-
employment limits what we can say about women in this group.  But the
differences between the figures for this group and those for the other
groups of women are notable.  The data suggest that these women are
more likely to be between the ages 35 and 44, highly educated, white,





With wage and 
salary
Executive, administrative, and 
managerial
11.4 17.7 7.5
Professional specialty 14.6 5.3 17.0
Technical and related support 4.0 1.0 0.0
Sales 10.7 24.9 18.9
Administrative support, including 
clerical
32.1 11.5 18.9
Household service 1.2 3.8 0.0
Protective services 0.3 0.0 0.0
Other services 12.8 23.4 18.9
Farm operators and managers 0.1 3.8 1.9
Other agriculture 0.7 2.4 3.8
Mechanics and repair 0.4 0.0 0.0
Construction trades 2.1 3.3 3.8
Machine operators, assemblers, and 
inspectors
7.0 1.9 7.5
Transportation and material moving 0.7 0.5 0.0
Handlers, helpers, and laborers 1.7 0.5 1.9
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non-Hispanic, nonimmigrant, parents and guardians of older children,
and to report a work-limiting disability.
Occupations for wave 1 main jobs are shown in Table 3, and these
data exhibit sharp differences by self-employment status.  Relatively
large numbers of women who report only self-employment have sales
and service occupations, and relatively few have technical and admin-
istrative support occupations.  Perhaps most noticeable is the relatively
low percentage of only self-employed women in professional specialty
occupations, but this category includes teachers and nurses in addition
to lawyers and physicians.  Women who report only self-employment
are more likely than other women to describe themselves as executives,
administrators, and managers, but it should be borne in mind that these
occupation labels may not have the same meaning for self-employed
and wage-and-salary women.  The main job occupations of women
with both wage-and-salary employment and self-employment are pro-
fessional specialty, nonfarmer agricultural, construction trade, and
operator occupations.  These women are also more likely than wage-
and-salary women to report sales and other services, and they are more
likely than only self-employed women to report administrative support
occupations.  In general, the occupation data suggest that self-employ-
ment and reported occupation are not independent.
Industries are reported in Table 4.  Not surprisingly, relatively more
self-employed women are in agriculture, but the overall percentage is
well under 10 percent; agricultural employment is actually most likely
for women who report both self-employment and wage-and-salary
employment.  A large percentage of wage-and-salary women work in
retail trade, but the percentage is even greater for women who are only
self-employed.  The same holds for services when considered as a
group, although the distributions over alternative service industries are
quite different.  More wage-and-salary women are in professional ser-
vices, as found in the occupation data.  Women who are only self-
employed are more concentrated in personal and business repair ser-
vices.  Women with both self-employment and wage-and-salary
employment are much more likely than wage-and-salary women to be
in personal services, and they are more likely than self-employed
women to be in professional services and finance, insurance, and real
estate.  They are also the most likely to be in business and repair ser-
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vices.  As with occupation, the SIPP data suggest that self-employment
and industry are linked, but causality is unclear.
Household and Husband Characteristics
Household and husband characteristics are summarized in Table 5.
On average, non-employed women live in the households with the low-
est total household incomes, which is no surprise.  The average
reported income for the household of women who are only self-
employed is the next lowest.
Turning to household income net of wife’s income, however, we
see a different picture.  Household income net of the wife’s earnings is
larger, on average, for the self-employed women, particularly those
who are only self-employed.  This is consistent with the hypothesis that







Agriculture, farming, fishing, 
and mining
1.2 6.7 9.4
Construction 1.3 1.4 1.9
Nondurable manufacturing 7.7 1.0 3.8




Wholesale trade – durables 1.7 1.4 0.0
Wholesale trade – nondurables 1.4 1.0 0.0
Retail trade 16.0 31.1 13.2
Finance, insurance, and real estate 9.1 4.3 9.4
Business repair services 4.8 12.9 17.0
Personal services 3.9 26.3 13.2
Entertainment services 0.6 1.4 1.9
Professional services 37.4 9.6 22.6
Public administration 3.2 0.0 1.9
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Net of wife’s earnings–











Homeowner in month 1 75.6 78.6 86.6 83.0
Switch to non-owner 
over year
4.7 3.8 5.3 1.9
Switch to owner over 
year
4.6 5.4 3.3 3.8
Husband’s demographics


















Husband’s health care 
coverage (%)
Some coverage 87.4 93.2 86.1 86.8
Private plan 82.0 91.7 83.7 86.8
Plan in own name 81.5 76.8 80.9 75.5
Plan through own job 74.5 72.1 64.1 66.0
Covered by another 
person’s plan




















Plan through employment 
for 12 months
64.9 63.2 54.5 58.5
Plan in own name for 12 
months
73.4 68.4 72.2 69.8
Husband’s employment 
status (%)
Employed in regular job 90.1 93.5 96.7 96.2
Only wage and salary 74.3 78.8 45.9 50.9
Only self-employed 11.6 11.2 40.2 18.9
Wage and salary/self-
employed
4.3 3.6 11.0 26.4
a Characteristics measured for wave 1 reference period unless noted.
b Standard deviations are in parentheses.
the wives of higher earners are more likely to choose self-employment,
since the earnings of their husbands can be used to smooth consump-
tion and provide financial capital for their businesses.  The relatively
high level of home ownership and greater age, education, and employ-
ment of husbands of self-employed women are also consistent with this
hypothesis.  These data suggest that husbands of self-employed women
are relatively secure.
At the same time, however, self-employed women also have rela-
tively greater dispersion in the distribution of their net household
incomes, and their husbands have relatively low health insurance cov-
erage rates (particularly coverage through employment).  Moving to
the bottom of Table 5, we find the most striking numbers in the table
and, therewith, a potential explanation for the variation in household
income.  More than half of the women who are only self-employed
have spouses who are also self-employed, and four out of five of these
self-employed husbands are only self-employed.  In contrast, just about
one out of seven of the husbands of non-employed and wage-and-sal-
ary women report any self-employment.  The self-employment status
of women’s husbands is seen to be, by far, the most notable difference
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between self-employed women and their wage-and-salary and non-
employed counterparts.  This issue is taken up again below.
SELF-EMPLOYMENT AND WORK SCHEDULES
This section focuses on the relationship between self-employment
and work schedules.  Several forms of descriptive evidence are consid-
ered.
Usual Hours
Usual hours worked per week on all jobs—collected without refer-
ence to specific jobs—are summarized by self-employment status in
Table 6.  Perhaps most striking is the similarity in mean hours across













Under 20 hr. 10.5 19.1 11.3
20–34 hr. 21.1 28.7 37.7
Less than 35 hr. 31.6 47.8 49.1
35 or more hr. 68.5 52.2 50.9
Exactly 35 hr. 5.6 3.3 0.0
35–40 hr. 56.3 25.4 24.5
Exactly 40 hr. 43.1 18.2 17.0
More than 40 hr. 12.1 26.8 26.4
41–59 hr. 10.1 17.7 17.0
60 hours or more 2.0 9.1 9.4
Usually 35+ hours but some part-time 5.4 6.7 5.7
Any part-time 37.0 54.5 54.8
Number of observations 1,744 209 53
a Standard deviations are in parentheses.
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classifications, but nearly as striking are the contrasts in every other
aspect of these hours distributions.  Self-employed women are much
more likely than wage-and-salary women to report a lot of hours.
More than 1 in 4 self-employed women report usual hours above 40,
versus less than 1 out of 8 wage-and-salary women.  Nearly 1 out of 10
self-employed women reports at least 60 hours, versus just 1 out of 50
of wage-and-salary women.  Differences at the low end of the hours
distribution are also large.  Nearly 1 out of 5 of the only self-employed
women reports under 20 hours, versus 1 out of 9 wage-and-salary
women.  Also note that just 17 to 18 percent of self-employed women
report exactly 40 hours, versus 43 percent of their wage-and-salary
counterparts.
Perhaps most important is the distinction between part-time and
full-time usual hours, because fringe benefits in the wage-and-salary
sector generally hinge on full-time status and evidence of a full-time
wage differential also exists (e.g., Blank 1990; Nakamura and Naka-
mura 1983).  Using the conventional threshold of 35 hours for full-time
status, nearly half of the self-employed women report part-time usual
hours, versus less than one-third of the wage-and-salary women.
SIPP also asks workers with full-time usual hours about cutbacks
to part-time weeks each month.  As shown, similar percentages of the
three worker groups report such deviations (about 5 to 7 percent), but
these numbers represent very different percentages of full-time work-
ers.  More than 1 out of 8 of the self-employed full-time workers report
such a deviation, versus 1 out of 12 wage-and-salary full-time workers.
Adding these numbers to the percentages with usual part-time hours
add yet another perspective.  Nearly 55 percent of the self-employed
worked part time at least part of the reference period, versus 37 percent
of the wage-and-salary women.  Women’s explanations for their part-
time work (not shown here) also differ by self-employment status.
While 1 out of 10 wage-and-salary part-timers attributes her part-time
hours to insufficient work, just 3 percent of the self-employed part-tim-
ers provide this explanation.  Reports of part-time work due to insuffi-
cient work are actually highest for women with both wage-and-salary
employment and self-employment, suggesting that their self-employ-
ment could serve primarily as work between wage-and-salary jobs, or
vice versa.  These women also report more time absent without pay
from all jobs.
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In sum, the hours data for wave 1 suggest that self-employed and
wage-and-salary women have very different usual weekly schedules,
that the self-employed are more likely to deviate downward from their
usual schedules, and that the self-employed who work part-time on a
regular or irregular basis are more likely to work these lower hours by
choice.
Self-Employment Dynamics and Usual Hours
Of particular interest is the extent that changes in self-employment
status involves changes in hours, and vice versa.  Table 7 presents a
summary of changes in employment and self-employment status
between waves 1 and 2.
Most striking in these transition data is the high level of turnover in
self-employment.  More than 1 out of 7 of the women who only report
self-employment in wave 1 changes status in wave 2, versus just 1 out
of 16 wage-and-salary women.  Also striking is the incidence of move-
ment in and out of the labor force.  Relative to transitions between
wage-and-salary employment and self-employment, direct movement
in both directions between nonparticipation and self-employment and
between nonparticipation and wage-and-salary employment is high.
The right-hand columns of Table 7 present hours changes as shifts
between part-time and full-time status.  Sample sizes for most transi-
tions severely limit what we can conclude from these data, but several
patterns are striking and could be used as a start for further research.
First, women who stay self-employed are twice as likely to change
part-time status as women who stay in wage-and-salary employment.
Nearly 17 percent of the women who stay only self-employed report a
change in status between waves 1 and 2, versus 8.4 percent of the
women who stay only wage-and-salary employed.  Women who move
from self-employment to wage-and-salary employment also tend to be
either full-time initially and then stay full-time or shift up from part-
time status, while women who move in the reverse direction from
wage-and-salary employment tend to be part-time and stay part-time.
Note, also, that more than three-fourths of self-employed women who
leave employment report part-time usual hours in wave 1, versus half
of the wage-and-salary women who leave employment, although about
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Hours class Wave 1 
and 2 
employment
class (%)Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 1 Wave 2















Only SE No job 6.7
PT – 78.6
FT – 21.4




















Hours class Wave 1
 and 2 
employment
class (%)Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 1 Wave 2


















SE/WS No job 3.8
PT – 50.0
FT – 50.0
No job No job 89.3
No job SE 2.2
– PT 54.5
– FT 45.5
No job WS 8.5
– PT 51.7
– FT 48.3
No job WS/SE 0.0
a Self-employed.
b Wage and salary.
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half of the newly employed report part-time hours, regardless of self-
employment status.
A similar hours pattern appears when one measures self-employ-
ment status for the year.13  On average, women who report any self-
employment have much greater variation in their hours during the year
than women who report only wage-and-salary employment.  As found
in wave 1, women who report only self-employment are also less likely
than wage-and-salary women to report any full-time employment dur-
ing the year.  The full-time women who are only self-employed are also
more likely to report part-time deviations than full-time women who
are only wage-and-salary employed but are less likely than women
who report both types of employment.  Most noticeable, however, is
the incidence of spells of four-plus months without regular employ-
ment—27 percent of the women who only report self-employment,
versus 14 to 17 percent of the women who report wage-and-salary
employment.  The self-employed are much more likely to shift their
hours to zero.
In sum, SIPP data suggest that transitions into and out of self-
employment are often transitions into and out of part-time employ-
ment.  This relationship appears whether the origin state (for transitions
in) or the destination state (for transitions out) is wage-and-salary
employment or no employment.  The data indicate that women who
stay self-employed change their usual hours more frequently, some-
times by small amounts and sometimes by large amounts.  The self-
employed also appear more likely to take extended leaves from market
work—the biggest kind of schedule change.
Wives’ Work Schedules and Husbands’ Employment, 
Self-Employment, and Work
Table 8 presents a summary of husbands’ employment and work
activity during the first year of the reference period, grouped by wives’
employment and self-employment status for the year.  As in the wave 1
data, husband activity data for the year indicate that the husbands of
self-employed women have more stable employment and work activity
than other husbands, but their self-employment status and its relation-
ship to wives’ status is even more striking.  More than half of the
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Table 8  Husband’s Self-Employment Status and Labor Market Activity, 
Year 1a








No regular job (%) 8.6 5.0 2.8 3.0
Regular job (%) 91.4 95.0 97.2 97.0
Husband’s labor market time in 
year 1 (mean % of weeks in 
activity)





















































Only wage and salary 73.7 78.6 45.0 47.8
Only self-employed 9.5 9.7 33.2 23.9
Wage and salary/self-employed 8.3 6.7 19.0 25.4
Number of observations 835 1,878 211 134
a Standard deviations are in parentheses.
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women who report self-employment during the year have self-
employed husbands.
On the one hand, this finding on husband self-employment is sur-
prising.  We might expect couples to maintain one relatively steady
source of income.  On the other hand, self-employed husbands and
wives might be able to coordinate their work schedules more easily and
more effectively.  Self-employment of both spouses might represent a
substitution of their time in both market and nonmarket production,
and joint ownership and operation of a single business could further
enhance such opportunities.  Of course, husband and wife time could
also be complements in production in business, the home, or both.
Table 9 presents data on the characteristics of self-employed
women’s main businesses in wave 1.  As discussed above, we observe
most business characteristics only for women who expect their busi-
nesses to gross $1,000 in the following year.  As shown, 89.5 percent of
the women who report only self-employment and 71.7 percent of the
women who also report wage-and-salary employment expect to reach
this threshold.  All other values in Table 9 pertain to the women with the
$1,000-plus expected earnings.  The first two columns present data for
all of the self-employed women who satisfy the expected earnings cri-
terion.  The second pair of columns present data for the husband/wife
businesses.  The third pair of columns present data for women who do
not list their husbands as co-owners of their businesses, or vice versa.
Focusing first on the data for all self-employed women, we observe
that not quite one out of four of their businesses is incorporated, just
over half are sole proprietorships, and about one-fifth are either
described as partnerships or described by husbands as sole proprietor-
ships.  The women who also report wage-and-salary employment
appear less likely to have incorporated businesses and more likely to be
in partnerships.  These numbers are roughly consistent with the March
Current Population Survey (CPS) data for legal status of longest jobs.
Also shown is information on the number of employees for the busi-
ness, information that is not collected in the CPS or other household
surveys for the United States.  Here we see substantial heterogeneity.
Nearly one-half of the women who are only self-employed employ
only themselves, but about one-sixth have five or more employees
other than themselves.
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Table 9 Business Characteristics, Husband-Wife Ownership, and 



















Total number of 
observations
209 53
Expect revenues for 







187 38 65 10 122 28
Incorporated (%) 23.0 10.5 49.2 20.0 9.0 7.1
Unincorporated
(%)
77.0 89.5 50.8 80.0 91.0 92.9
Sole proprietorship 55.6 50.0 0.0 0.0 85.3 67.9
Partnership 17.7 39.5 40.0 80.0 5.7 25.0
Ownership mix-up 
by husband
3.7 0.0 10.8 0.0 0.0 0.0
Number of employees 
(including
respondent)
1 47.6 42.1 1.5 0.0 72.1 57.1
2 16.0 29.0 33.9 60.0 6.6 17.9
3 to 5 19.8 18.4 33.9 20.0 12.3 17.9
6 or more 16.6 10.5 30.8 20.0 9.0 7.1
Co-owned by husband 34.8 26.3 100.0 100.0 0.0 0.0
Husband’s
employment (%)
Wage and salary 42.3 44.7 6.2 10.0 61.5 57.1
Only self-employed 42.8 21.1 81.5 30.0 22.1 17.9
Self-employed/
wage and salary
12.3 29.0 12.3 60.0 12.3 17.9
No regular job 2.7 5.3 0.0 0.0 4.1 7.1
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Fifty-five percent of the women who are only self-employed and
50 percent of those who also report wage-and-salary employment have
self-employed spouses, but not all of these women operate businesses
that are co-owned by their husbands.  Just over one-third of the women
who are only self-employed are self-employed in a husband/wife co-
owned business.  Some of the husband co-owners are not self-
employed at all.  Only four out of five of the co-owner husbands report
only self-employment.  Thus, although most of the joint ownership
probably involves some joint operation of a single business, as least
some of the joint ownership is simply joint asset ownership.  Similar
patterns appear for women in husband/wife businesses who also report
wage-and-salary employment, but this evidence should be regarded as
extremely tentative due to the sample size of 10 observations.
Business characteristics differ dramatically by husband/wife co-
ownership.  Among women who are only self-employed, 72 percent in
wife-owned businesses employ only themselves, while 65 percent of
the women in husband/wife owned businesses have three or more
employees.  Half of the jointly-owned businesses are incorporated, ver-
sus just 9 percent of the wife-owned businesses, and very few of the
wife-owned businesses are described as partnerships with other per-
sons.  Overall, the co-owned businesses appear to be more serious
enterprises.
These business characteristics data suggest that we might find dif-
ferences in work schedules by husband/wife business ownership.
Here, in particular, small samples preclude firm conclusions, but some
patterns may still be worth noting.  On average, wives of self-employed
men report more usual hours than either their wage-and-salary counter-
parts or their self-employed counterparts with wage-and-salary hus-
bands.  The latter contrast reflects the very low hours of women in
wife-owned businesses with wage-and-salary husbands; the very small
number of self-employed women with wage-and-salary husband co-
owners actually report a lot of hours, on average.  Women who report
both wage-and-salary and self-employment also tend to report high
hours if their husbands do not have the same status.  Employed wives
of non-employed men report higher usual hours than wives of wage-
and-salary men, but not all wives of self-employed men.
Husbands in nearly every employment category report more hours,
on average, than their wives.  The one exception is wage-and-salary
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husbands who co-own businesses operated by their wives.  Self-
employed men also tend to report more hours than wage-and-salary
men, and self-employed husbands of self-employed women who co-
own their wives’ businesses report the most hours, on average,
although one should also note the high variance of hours among the lat-
ter group of men in this sample.
Table 10 presents simple correlation coefficients for husband hours
and wife hours by self-employment status.  The finding of essentially
no correlation for the hours of self-employed wives and wage-and-sal-
ary husbands reflects the contrast in hours between the wife-owned and
husband-wife-owned businesses noted above.  In general, these num-
bers suggest that there is greater correlation between the usual hours of
self-employed women and the usual hours of their husbands, particu-
larly when the husbands are also self-employed.
Earnings and Hours
Tables 11 and 12 present earnings for self-employed and wage-
and-salary women, respectively.  Data on total earnings for the full
four-month wave 1 reference period are presented, due to the lack of
SIPP data on the timing of work on specific jobs.  Women are grouped
by expected gross earnings of at least $1,000 versus less, and women
with imputed earnings are excluded.
On average, women who are only self-employed tend to report
much lower earnings than women who work in the wage-and-salary
sector, while women who report both types of employment report the
highest total earnings.  Among the self-employed, women in incorpo-
Table 10  Correlation of Husband and Wife Usual Hours, by Husband 







Only wage and salary 0.004 –0.046 –0.342
Only self-employed 0.130 0.313 0.474
Self-employed/wage and salary 0.049 0.165 –0.315
Number of observations 1,774 209 53
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Expect revenues for next 12 months under $1,000








Median earnings (net business expenses) ($) 87.5 1,629
Household income (%) 1.7 20.5
Number of observations 22 15
Expect revenues for next 12 months $1,000
Collect a regular salary (%) 33.0 11.4
Other income for personal use (%) 39.1 45.7
No income for personal use (%) 27.9 42.9




Median earnings ($) 1,090 4,400
Household income (%) 17.3 38.7
Number of observations 179 35
Incorporated




Household income (%) 17.4 57.7
Number of observations 41 4
Unincorporated




Household income (%) 17.2 36.3
Number of observations 138 31
Husband/wife owned 
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Household income (%) 13.13 51.8
Number of observations 63 9
a Reported earnings sample.
b Standard deviations are in parentheses.
Wage and salary
Mean earnings ($) 4,375 
(3,333)
Median earnings ($) 3,840
Household income (%) 33.2
Number of observations 1,709
a Reported earnings sample.
b Standard deviations are in parentheses.
rated businesses report the highest earnings, although some part of this
differential is probably due to accounting practices.
Particularly striking in Tables 11 and 12 are women’s contributions
to household income.  The earnings of wage-and-salary women repre-
sent one-third of their household incomes, on average, and the earnings
of women who report both wage-and-salary and self-employment rep-
resent nearly two-fifths, on average.  In contrast, earnings of the
women who are only self-employed represent less than one-fifth, on
average.  A key factor here is probably the way that earnings are
reported in husband/wife-owned businesses.  On average, women in
husband/wife businesses report earning just 13 percent of total reported
household earnings, while inspection of the data reveals that the hus-
bands of these women are often credited with total business income for
the period.
Table 13 presents these earnings data grouped by self-employment
status and hours.  Given all of the issues raised above, interpretation of
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these data must be guarded, but a few points stand out.  First, women
who are only self-employed have mean earnings below their wage-and-
salary counterparts in every hours class, but the reverse holds for earn-
ings dispersion for women with less than 60 hours.  Second, mean
earnings of women who are only self-employed versus only wage-and-
salary employed tend to be most similar for those who work low hours
(under 20) or standard full-time hours (35–40 per week), but earnings
of the self-employed again exhibit much greater variation.  Third,
women who report both self-employment and wage-and-salary
employment tend to earn a lot more than other women.  Fourth, mean
earnings of full-time self-employed and wage-and-salary women who
report some part-time weeks are closer than mean earnings of their
Table 13  Earnings in Wave 1, by Self-Employment Status and 
Hours Statusa,b
Self-employed
Wage and salary Only
With wage 
and salary





















































Number of observations 1,709 201 50
a Reported earnings sample.
b Standard deviations are in parentheses.
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counterparts who report no deviations, although earnings of the self-
employed are again much lower.
On the one hand, these earnings data suggest that self-employed
women may pay a lower part-time penalty than wage-and-salary
women.  On the other hand, these earnings data seem to suggest that
self-employed women who work a lot do not earn a premium.  These
tentative findings merit further analysis using larger samples than con-
sidered here.
CONCLUSION
This analysis of SIPP data stops short of providing direct evidence
on the relationship between desires for work schedule flexibility and
self-employment decisions.  But the evidence presented on usual
schedules, deviations from such schedules, changes in schedules, and
general reasons for hours and absences exhibits sharp contrasts
between self-employed and wage-and-salary women.
Self-employed and wage-and-salary women report very different
usual hours of work.  Self-employed women rarely report 40 hours as
their usual per week, while 40 is the number reported most often by
wage-and-salary women.  Usual hours of the self-employed are more
likely to be very high and even more likely to be very low.  Half the
self-employed report part-time usual hours, versus less than one-third
of the wage-and-salary women.  Self-employed women also deviate
from their usual schedules somewhat more frequently than wage-and-
salary women, either with reduced hours during a workweek or an
absence of at least a week, and they change their usual schedules much
more often during a single year.
SIPP provides little direct evidence on women’s motivation for low
usual hours or breaks from regular employment, but the available evi-
dence tends to suggest that choice plays a more important role for self-
employed women.  Women who are only self-employed are less likely
than wage-and-salary women to attribute their part-time hours and
schedule variability to insufficient work.  It also appears that self-
employment may serve a role as work between wage-and-salary jobs
for women who report both types of employment; these women are the
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most likely to attribute short hours to lack of work.  All in all, these
findings appear consistent with the hypothesis that self-employment
gives women more control over their work schedules than wage-and-
salary employment.
The data also suggest that self-employment decisions of married
women are not independent of their husbands’ employment and self-
employment decisions.  Usual hours of self-employed women are more
correlated with the usual hours of their husbands, particularly when
their husbands are also self-employed.  This correlation suggests that
self-employment of one or both spouses improve coordination of work
schedules within families.  Knowledge of business co-ownership
within couples also appears to be important for analysis of schedule
data, and even more important for the interpretation of reported earn-
ings within families, relative to time worked.  In general, the data sug-
gest that a household framework should be used to study self-
employment decisions of both married women and married men. 
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1. Self-employment rates are based on what workers report for their longest jobs in
the reference years for the 1976–1991 March Current Population Surveys.  The
self-employment rate is defined here as the percentage of employed persons who
are self-employed, counting both those with the incorporated and unincorporated
businesses.  Note also that this chapter focuses exclusively on activity during
prime-age, which is defined here as ages 25 to 55.  The self-employment rate for
prime-age married men also increased during the 1975–1990 period, but only
from 14.1 to 15.3 percent.  An increase in the male nonagricultural self-employ-
ment rate from 12.1 to 14.8 percent was offset by a large drop in the agricultural
self-employment rate from 62.4 to 51.3 percent.  Among prime-age married
women, the agricultural self-employment rate actually rose from 9.8 percent to
33.5 percent, and the nonagricultural rate rose from 5.6 to 9.1.  The large increase
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in female agricultural self-employment may partially reflect a change in farm
women’s perception of their contribution to farm production.  See Devine (1990,
1994) for discussion of nonagricultural self-employment trends and characteris-
tics of the self-employed.  Aronson (1991) also provided a survey of the topic of
self-employment.
2. See Devine (1992) for a simple but more formal model of household self-employ-
ment choice based on this reasoning.  Lombard (1996) and Rettenmaier (1996)
presented similar models of individual self-employment decisions.
3. Dates for wage-and-salary work are also incomplete.  In general, side jobs and
sequential jobs, whether or not they involve self-employment, cannot be distin-
guished for any of the SIPP panels.   Like all longitudinal data sets, SIPP also has
“seam” problems—a disproportionate incidence of changes in status between the
last and first days of consecutive reference periods.
4. The fact that these data may be missing is not clear in either the data documenta-
tion or the raw data.  If unfamiliar with the interview skip patterns, a user could
easily misinterpret zeros that appear in the data file.
5. Not too many cases are affected this way, but they represent a significant portion
of the available sample of household businesses and an important part of female
self-employment.
6. The public use data files include self-employment monthly earnings for these
respondents based on census calculations, as opposed to respondents’ reports.
7. Imputation rates are much higher in the March CPS.  Problems with imputation
flags prevent exact measurement, but a reasonable estimate is about one-third of
self-employment earnings observations and about 20 percent of the wage-and-sal-
ary observations (Devine 1995).
8. SIPP also collects information on profits (as a business characteristic), but only
for unincorporated businesses, only if expected revenues are at least $1,000, only
once per household business, only if the respondent describing the business “can”
provide the information, and only if the respondent wants to report it.  These profit
data are not used here.
9. The present discussion pertains to self-employment data in the public-use rectan-
gular Microdata files.  The Full Panel Longitudinal File is used here only for the
measurement of demographic and household characteristics; data on labor market
activity in the Longitudinal File are problematic due to time aggregation and dis-
aggregation, editing, and omitted variables.  See Devine (1991, 1993) for addi-
tional discussion.
10. Women who report casual work are not counted as employed if this is their only
work.  The distinction between regular work and casual work for pay (as it is
called in the documentation, but not interview) is not clear from the question-
naires or interviewer manuals.  We only know that respondents do not mention it
when they are asked if they had “a job or business, either full-time or part-time,
even for only a few days” (Question 1 in the Labor Force and Recipiency section
of the interview).  For our purposes, the most important difference is information.
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We know which months casual work is performed, but nothing more about this
work.  Casual work is ignored beyond this point in the present study.
11. These self-employment rates are quite close to the self-employment rates from the
March CPS that are presented in Figure 1.  The greater amount of labor market
activity data collected in SIPP could be the source of the slightly higher rates in
SIPP.
12. The children variables used here are not the standard measures based on children
in the household.  Parent identification numbers were first used to match children
to their designated parents or guardians, and these family units were then united
with the spouses of the designated parents and guardians.  It is possible that some
spouses are not guardians of the children.  The assumption here is that these
spouses have at least as much responsibility for the children as the level of respon-
sibility implicitly assumed for standard measures of children in the family or
household.
13. These tables are available on request.
14. When preparing tax returns in the United States, most corporation owners treat
their own salaries as explicit expenses for their businesses, while owners of unin-
corporated businesses generally do not distinguish salaries paid to themselves
from business earnings net of other business expenses.  So, for example, business
losses would be reported by a corporation owner as losses for the corporation, but
as negative income for the unincorporated business owner.  See Devine (1995) for
additional discussion.
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